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This paper focuses on the fundamental right to be heard, that is, the right to have one’s voice 
heard and listened to – to impose reception (Bourdieu, 1977). It focuses on the ways that non-
mainstream English is heard and received in Australia, where despite public policy initiatives 
around equal opportunity, language continues to socially disadvantage people (Burridge & 
Mulder, 1998).  English is the language of the mainstream and most people are 
monolingually English (Ozolins, 1993). English has no official status yet it remains dominant 
and its centrality is rarely challenged (Smolicz, 1995).  
 
This paper takes the position that the lack of language engagement in mainstream Australia 
leads to linguistic desensitisation. Writing in the US context where English is also the 
unofficial norm, Lippi-Green (1997) maintains that discrimination based on speech features 
or accent is commonly accepted and widely perceived as appropriate. In Australia, non-
standard forms of English are often disparaged or devalued because they do not conform to 
the ‘standard’ (Burridge & Mulder, 1998).  This paper argues that talk cannot be taken for 
granted: ‘spoken voices’ are critical tools for representing the self and negotiating and 
manifesting legitimacy within social groups (Miller, 2003).  In multicultural, multilingual 
countries like Australia, the impact of the spoken voice, its message and how it is heard are 
critical tools for people seeking settlement, inclusion and access to facilities and services. 
Too often these rights are denied because of the way a person sounds. 
 
This paper reports a study conducted with a group that has been particularly vulnerable to 
ongoing ‘panics’ about language – international students. International education is the third 
largest revenue source for Australia (AEI, 2010) but has been beset by concerns from 
academics (Auditor-General, 2002) and the media about student language levels and falling 
work standards (e.g. Livingstone, 2004). Much of the focus has been high-stakes writing but 
with the ascendancy of project work in university assessment and the increasing emphasis on 
oracy, there is a call to recognise the salience of talk, especially among students using 
English as a second language (ESL) (Kettle & May, 2012).  
 
The study investigated the experiences of six international students in a Master of Education 
course at a large metropolitan university. It utilised data from student interviews, classroom 
observations, course materials, university policy documents and media reports to examine the 
ways that speaking and being heard impacted on the students’ learning and legitimacy in the 
course.  The analysis drew on Fairclough’s (2003) model of the dialectical-relational Critical 
Discourse Analysis (CDA) to analyse the linguistic, discursive and social relations between 
the data texts and their conditions of production and interpretation, including the wider socio-
political discourses on English, language difference, and second language use. The interests 
of the study were if and how discourses of marginalisation and discrimination manifested and 
if and how students recognised and responded to them pragmatically.  Also how they 
juxtaposed with and/or contradicted the official rhetoric about diversity and inclusion. The 
underpinning rationale was that international students’ experiences can provide insights into 
the hidden politics and practices of being heard and afforded speaking rights as a second 




In countries such as Australia and the US English remains the unofficial and dominant 
language despite extensive migration and diverse language practices in homes. In Australia, 
81% of people speak only English (Australian Bureau of Statistics [ABS], 2013). Despite this 
dominance, nearly one in five people speak a language other than English at home, not 
including indigenous Australians who speak a dialect of Australian English. In the US 
context Fishman (1981, p. 517) argues that “The greatest American linguistic investment by 
far has been in the Anglification of its millions of immigrant and indigenous speakers of 
other languages”.  Equally in Australia, English monolingualism has been unconscious and 
hegemonic (Ozolins, 1993). Government immigration policies have moved through phases of 
explicit assimilation and integration to recognition of diversity but each phase resolutely 
committed to English.  English has no official status in Australia but its centrality is rarely 
challenged (Smolicz, 1995).  
 
This paper is about English as a second or additional language (ESL/EAL) and the ways that 
it is received and responded to in English-dominant Australia. In a context characterised by 
English, how is accented English ‘heard’? What are the implications for people who sound 
different to the expected norm?  While voice as a metaphorical concept has been utilised in 
cultural studies to discuss identity and agency, this paper examines voice in its physical, 
spoken form and the salient issues of legitimacy, self-representation and reception. Miller 
(2003) argues that ‘spoken voices’ are critical tools for representing the self and are the 
means by which legitimacy within the group is negotiated and realised.   
 
Accent is the collection of prosodic (intonation and word/sentence stress) and segmental 
(sounds) features associated with geographical and social spaces (Lippi-Green, 2012). A 
person’s accent and the way they form sounds is integral to the language acquisition process 
and once established, is corporeally inscribed and difficult to change permanently (Bourdieu, 
1977). Within society, accent especially varieties of a language within a speech community, 
are easily recognisable and can index a range of social variables for hearers including gender, 
ethnicity, race, social class, and education level (Lippi-Green, 2012; Purnell, Isdardi & 
Baugh, 1999, in Lippi-Green, 2012).  Social practices such as education reproduce the 
dominance of standard forms, in this case the sounds. These are seen as unmarked and 
unaccented; non-standard forms are ‘noticed’ and often devalued or disparaged because they 
do not conform to the ‘standard’ (Burridge & Mulder, 1998).  The most public case of accent 
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discrimination in recent history was the former Australian Prime Minister Julia Gillard who 
was consistently derided for her Australian accent.  Her sounds were non-standard for 
political office bearers and more characteristic of stereotyping caricatures in satirical skits. It 
can be argued that a key part of her failure was the electorate’s refusal to hear; it refused her 
the authority to impose reception. Yet all speakers have an accent: in the case of native 
speakers, accent is often regional while for second language speakers, accent derives from the 
‘seepage’ of first language phonology into the target language. The permanence of first 
language sounds means that they transfer to second language speech; their immutability is 
most evident after a certain critical period when second language learning is still possible but 
production of the native speaker phonological features is increasingly difficult (e.g. 
Lenneberg, 1967).  
 
In language contexts where one language is dominant, accents are understood as indicators of 
difference. Lippi-Green (2012) argues that speakers confronted with a foreign accent have to 
make a decision about whether to accept their responsibility within the communicative act.  
Ideological filters promote evaluative judgements that cause the speaker to either commit to 
the ‘communicative burden’ of the interaction or reject it if the reactions to the accent are 
pejorative. This paper takes the position that the unmitigated dominance of English in 
Australia leads to a ‘normative ear’, that is, sensitivity to English accents that evokes a 
normative response where certain sounds evoke acceptability and positive curiosity and 
others provoke negativity and the emergence of discrimination. The ‘normative ear’ promotes 
or demotes the capacity to value, accommodate, and respond favourably to what Miller 
(2003) has called ‘audible difference’.  
 
Burridge and Mulder (1998) argue that language continues to socially disadvantage people in 
Australia, despite public policy initiatives around equal opportunity. Conscious and 
unconscious discrimination are still evident against people using low-status accents and non-
standard accents.  For Lippi-Green (2012), accent discrimination is “so commonly accepted, 
so widely perceived as appropriate, that is must be seen as the last back door to 
discrimination” (p. 74). In Australia, the Federal Human Rights Commission Act 1986 
identifies the following categories as grounds for discrimination: “race, colour, sex, religion, 
political opinion, national extraction, social origin, age, medical record, criminal record, 
marital status, impairment, disability, nationality, sexual preference, trade union activity” 
(Australian Human Rights Commission, 2007). Prior and subsequent laws at state and federal 
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levels have further expanded these categories, e.g. the Federal Disability Discrimination Act 
1992 included “presence in body of organisms causing disease or illness (eg HIV virus)” as 
grounds for unlawful discrimination, and the South Australia Equal Opportunity Act 1984 
included discrimination based on “religious dress (in work or study)” as unlawful. These 
amendments are necessary and clearly directed at the preservation of a democratic society 
dedicated to tolerance, equality, liberty, loyalty and the rule of law (Department of 
Immigration and Citizenship, 2012). Yet, bearing out Lippi-Green’s assertion, there appears 
little recognition of language, in particular accent, as an important site for discrimination.   
 
This paper reports a research study conducted with a group that in Australia has been 
particularly susceptible to concerns about language – international students.  International 
education is the third largest revenue source for Australia (AEI, 2012) but has been beset by 
myriad problems ranging from highly-publicised physical attacks on students in 2010 to more 
perennial concerns expressed in the academy and media about English language levels and 
falling academic standards (e.g. Auditor-General, 2002; Lane, 2011; Livingstone, 2004a, 
2004b; Rowbotham & Matchett, 2011; Trouson, 2010a, 2010b, 2011; Ramia, 2013).  Much 
of the focus of these reports has been high-stakes writing but with the ascendancy of 
collaborative project work in university assessment, there is a prioritising of talk and 
increasing emphasis on oracy and reception (Kettle & May, 2012).  
 
Furthermore, language is fundamental to negotiating everyday life, including classroom life. 
It is organised to be highly functional in expressing and establishing fundamental meanings 
related to the following: experiences of the world (experiential meanings with language as 
reflection); social interactions including the role of the self (interpersonal meanings with 
language as action); and textual relations establishing logics between particular sets of 
information as coherent and cohesive (grammatical and textual meaning with language as 
texturing agent and purveyor of logics) (Halliday, 1985, pp. 16-23). In the classroom context, 
these language functions translate as (i) the communication of propositional information 
(curriculum); (ii) the establishment and maintenance of social relationships (control and 
participation); and (iii) the expression of the speaker’s identity and attitudes (personal 
identity) (Cazden, 2001).  They are foundational to classroom engagement, learning and the 
relations and interactions between teachers and students, and students and students. Given the 
centrality of language in classrooms, the question for this paper is how language operates in 
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the experiences of international, non-native English-speaking background students1 in 
English-dominant Australia? How do language proficiency and accent impact the highly-
performative acts of expressing foundational meanings about the world, others and self in a 
foreign overseas classroom?  
 
Education is Australia’s third highest export industry with enrolments of 230,923 students at 
universities in 2012 (Australian Education International [AEI], 2012). The top ten sources 
countries were from the Asian region where English is a foreign language (EFL) and largely 
instructed rather than used in everyday life: (from the largest provider) China, India, Republic 
of Korea, Vietnam, Malaysia, Thailand, Indonesia, Brazil, Nepal and Pakistan (Australian 
Education International [AEI], 2013).  
 
The research presented in this paper derives from a case study of six international students’ 
engagement with a Master of Education course at a large metropolitan university in Australia. 
The students were from Argentina, China, Mozambique, Singapore, Thailand, and Vietnam 
with all using English as a second language except the student from Singapore, who was from 
a bilingual Chinese-Heritage background and used English as her first language. In this paper 
the accounts of three students will be focused on – Erica from Singapore, Anna from China, 
and Sonny from Thailand.  These students represent different English language backgrounds 
and originate from countries that either are or have been top 10 source countries for 
Australian universities. While student experiences are not homogeneous, common conditions 
produce representative experiences which can be used to reveal the hidden politics and 
practices of being heard and afforded speaking rights in Australian Higher Education. Central 
to the argument in this paper is the view that language is not benign; indeed, how you are 
heard is profoundly influential in how you will be identified and received, and 
consequentially how you might represent and position yourself. 
 
                                                 
1 The politics of terms and nomenclature is acute in ascribing labels to people’s language proficiency status. 
Efforts to recognise the variegated use of English around the world and to move away from the native speaker 
model as well as to recognise the multilingual nature of most people’s lives (except in the Anglophone world)  
(Wardhaugh, 2010) have led to a profusion of terms. One influential descriptive model of English use around 
the world has differentiations based on whether the language is first (L1), second (L2) or foreign for the speaker 
(Kachru, 1992). Others have referred to L1 use as native speaker use e.g. English as a Native Language (ENL) 
(Seidlhofer, 2004). More critical perspectives have sought to redistribute authority with terms such as English as 
an additional language (EAL).  The term ‘non-native English-speaking background’ (NNESB) is an attempt to 
highlight English is not the speaker’s native language or L1 but that this does not necessarily preclude high 




This section presents current understandings of language use, accent, speaking and being 
heard in a second language, the particularities of international study, and English in Australia.  
The explanations are sociologically- and critically-orientated, that is, they focus on 
interactions between people and the understanding that all social interactions are marked by 
relations of power exercised in and through socially-sanctioned practices, with language 
particularly significant.  Language is more than a tool for communication; it is “the most 
salient ways we have of establishing and advertising our social identities (Lippi-Green, 2012, 
p. 3). Language is dialectically related to the other elements in social practices – activities, 
people, spatial and temporal locations, objects and values – in particular configurations 
reflexively producing and the products of social and institutional discourses (Chouliaraki & 
Fairclough, 1999). Following Halliday above, language is fully functional in expressing our 
meanings about the world, others, and ourselves. Spoken language, the focus of this paper, is 
fundamental to everyday life and interactions; is constant for most people; and occurs in 
social and temporal contexts which ephemeral and draw heavily on context to complement 
meaning (Lippi-Green, 2012). Yet despite its ubiquity, spoken language, e.g. talk is often 
taken for granted and overlooked for its saliency and role in social positioning and power 
relations.  
 
Miller (2003) argues that ‘spoken voices’ are critical tools for representing the self and others 
and are the means by which legitimacy within the group is negotiated.  Drawing on Bourdieu 
(1977, 1993) she argues that the essence of communication is often not the communication 
itself but the social conditions that make communication possible or not. For example, in a 
classroom, the conditions of the classroom shape the communicative episodes, in particular 
the expression of and responses to meanings. Bourdieu (1991) makes the point that the 
bracketing out of the social in structural linguistics has led to language being regarded as an 
end in itself.  Notwithstanding the importance of linguistic study, the perspective has 
precluded recognition of the serious consequences for language users of forms that are 
deviant to the expected and accepted norms.   
 
Central to speaking meaningfully in social settings is the understanding that one has to be 
recognised as a legitimate speaker who deserves to be listened and heard. Legitimisation is 
founded on participation by an authorised speaker and a believing listener (Miller, 2003). The 
authority to speak is afforded in part by the listener, who legitimises the speaker by providing 
8 
 
reception.  For the speaker, this means that linguistic competence is not just “the right to 
speech, i.e. to the legitimate language which is also the language of authority (but also) the 
power to impose reception” (Bourdieu, 1977, p. 648).  A legitimate discourse is one that is 
“uttered by a legitimate speaker ... in a legitimate situation … addressed to legitimate 
receivers … and formulated in legitimate phonological and syntactic forms” (ibid). It follows 
that competence in the legitimate discourse affords capital and power: the degree to which 
people speak the legitimate discourse reflects their level of power, in other words “a language 
is worth what those who speak it are worth” (Bourdieu, 1977, p. 652).   
 
In a multilingual situation, one language gains universal recognition and becomes the 
legitimate discourse by virtue of the power of its speakers. It becomes the norm against which 
competence and other language varieties are measured. Fairclough (2001) calls this 
relationship power ‘behind’ discourse, where the social ordering of languages means that 
certain varieties attain official and/or dominant status, not because of inherent qualities, but 
because of the power of the people who speak them.  As noted above, this is the situation in 
the US and Australia where English has gained prevalence and dominance. However, the 
accepted form of English is one that is standardised and prescriptive in its expectations.  This 
is particularly the case in written English which is relatively stable and standardised across 
dialectical boundaries in terms of grammar and lexis. In speech, however, standardisation is 
less stable although certain phonemes or sound elements constitute accents that characterise 
particular regionally- or socially-located speech communities (Lippi-Green, 2012; 
Wardhaugh, 2010). Phonological features contributing to accent include single sounds, word 
stress, sentence stress and intonation. For example, the pronunciation of the sound element 
/eI/ in ‘day’ can be a marker of Australian English while the position of the word stress in the 
word ‘advertisement’ can potentially identify an Australian English speaker (adVERtisement) 
or an American (adverTISEment). This is because certain sounds have become standardised 
and recognisable as accent markers, derived from the power and desire for convergence with 
speakers of the ‘sound’.  
 
Fairclough’s (2001) concept of power ‘behind’ discourse also references the power inherent 
in the entrenchment of certain discourses as the ‘appropriate’ and legitimate ways to act and 
interact in particular social situations.  These discourses have attendant prosodic features such 
as pitch and volume, wordings and euphemisms, question types, and interactional roles that 
become conventions and are policed and complied with, reproducing the discourses and 
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investing them with power. Part of their power derives from their status as aspirational goods 
and their capacity to patrol their boundaries and constrain access. Throughout the world of 
globalised of interactions and transactions across finance, trade, aid, diplomacy, sport and 
entertainment to name a few, English is the main mediating language. For students from non-
English speaking contexts, English language credentials coupled with ‘Western’ cultural 
knowledge and industry know-how can provide increased and more lucrative job prospects. 
For Anglophone countries such as Australia engaged in a market-driven approach to Higher 
Education and a major competitor for fee-paying international students, English is recognised 
as a valued ‘good’. Indeed, universities have been criticised for relentlessly reproducing the 
“hegemony and homogeneity of English” in order to sustain their market advantage 
(Marginson, 2006, p. 37).  This is the power ‘behind’ English and the English-medium 
discourses which are valued in globalised interactions. 
 
Moving from the level of the social order to the level of interaction between speakers, power 
is most evident ‘in’ the language when power is exercised and enacted in language choices 
(Fairclough, 2001). This occurs when a powerful participant in a spoken interaction controls 
and constrains the contribution of a non-powerful participant, for example, the gatekeeping 
role of native speakers in high stakes cross-cultural interactions such as job interviews and 
language proficiency tests2. A key part of speech is recognising that the value of what is said 
is largely due to the value of the person who said it: “what speaks is not the utterance, the 
language, but the whole social person” (Bourdieu, 1977, p. 653). Linguistic features such as 
voice setting (e.g. level of nasalness) and pronunciation (accent) have acquired social 
meaning and are stronger indexes of social variables than syntax. Lippi-Green (2012) cites a 
study in which socially-distinguished markers of gender, ethnicity, race and age were 
successfully identified by participants hearing accented versions of one just word – hello 
(Purnell, Idsardi, Baugh, 1999). This is linguistic profiling and derives from accent 
“functioning as an index of authority” (Bourdieu, 1977, p. 653).  “Listening is believing” 
when the authority-belief relation is upheld and accords with the expected norms impacting 
not only the authority of the speaker but also the legitimacy of the content they are expressing 
(ibid, p. 649). For speakers with an accent or a non-standard variety of English, there are 
consequences for how they are heard and received (Miller, 2003).   
                                                 
2 Language proficiency tests gain their high-stakes nature from their power to include and exclude. The main 
language proficiency regime used for entry to Australian universities is the International English Language 
Testing System (IELTS) which comprises tests of speaking, listening, reading and writing.  Entry benchmarks 
are usually 6.5 on a 9-point scale where 9 is native speaker-like proficiency. 
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Much of the research on speaking in a second language has emphasised individual concepts 
and behaviours in response to others. It has consistently found that learners are anxious and 
reticent to perform, especially if native speakers of the language are present (e.g. Brown, 
2008; Horwitz, 2001; Horwitz, Horwitz & Cope, 1986; Tsui, 1996).  For example, Tsui 
(1996) uses the term ‘self-concept’ to argue that language learning is a process of learners 
“constantly putting themselves in a vulnerable position of having their self-concept 
undermined and subjecting themselves to negative evaluations” (p. 155).  Horwitz, Horwitz 
and Cope (1986) also use the term ‘self-concept’ and argue that “any performance in the L2 
is likely to challenge an individual’s self-concept as a competent communicator and lead to 
reticence, self-conscious, fear, or even panic” (p. 128).  Performance anxiety derives from 
three sources: (i) apprehension about making oneself understood and understanding others; 
(ii) fear of negative evaluation from both teachers and peers; and (iii) concern about failing 
tests (Horwitz et al., 1986).   
 
These explanations do not engage explicitly with power but power is nonetheless present: the 
subordinated status of the second language user in relation to the native speaker; the position 
of the latter to pass judgement on the former; and the self-imposed capitulation and deference 
of the learners to the judgements.   Part of the power of the language lies in its capacity to 
coopt those people perceived to speak with forms deviant to the norm into their own 
subjection. Bourdieu (1977, p. 660) maintains that one’s sense of value about one’s 
‘linguistic products’ such as a ‘disparaged accent’ is a  strong mediator of ‘self-imagery’ and 
behaviours such as timidity. “The supervision and censorship of the dominant language exert 
a constant pressure on those who recognize it more than they can use it … which, in some 
cases is the root of a sort of permanent linguistic insecurity” (p. 656).  
 
Part of the dominance of a language then lies in its capacity to elicit the complicity of 
dominated individuals in their own loss of authority: “Power requires, as a condition of its 
success, that those subjected to it believe in the legitimacy of the power and the legitimacy of 
those who wield it (Thompson, 1991, p. 23 in Miller, 2003, pp. 35-36). A key point to note is 
that powerful discourses with their attendant language and power relations achieve and retain 
their prowess quietly and tacitly; there is little tendency towards overt marking of power 
relationships (Fairclough, 2001).  Their hegemony assumes a tranquillity which appears 
natural and immutable; it is achieved not through coercion but through consent. Native 
speaker ‘custodians’ of English can apply their  socially-conditioned and sanctioned 
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‘normative ear’ to non-standard and accented English and refuse reception.  Legitimisation of 
the speaker and their communicative content is withheld.  The response is to ‘audible 
difference’ (Miller, 2003) and is the basis of language-focused discrimination.  
International students have been the focus of ongoing ‘panics’ about language in Australian 
Higher Education. As noted above, regular media reports have highlighted students’ English 
proficiency levels and claimed links between high numbers of second language international 
students and falling academic standards.  However, researchers have argued that these reports 
delimit the debate about standards to international students and exclude issues of teaching 
and course quality (e.g. Devos, 2003).  There is no doubt that language thresholds are crucial 
to producing and comprehending spoken and written texts (e.g. Grabe, 2001; Kroll, 2001; 
Read, 2004) but academic and linguistic prerequisites pertain to first as well as second 
language users.  The argument is that teachers cannot assume students will arrive in 
educational institutions with requisite cultural and linguistic know-how; rather, teachers need 
to facilitate student access and teach the covert principles of academic discourse and its 
valued language and text types (e.g. Boughey, 2002; Delpit, 1995; Kettle, 2011). Explicit 
teaching will assist distribution of opportunity and build student legitimacy and success. This 




The study was of a Master of Education (MEd) subject that, like most postgraduate 
humanities courses, was designed in seminar format with small student cohorts in three-hour, 
face-to-face sessions across a 13-week semester.  The enrolment was 21 with almost equal 
numbers of international and domestic students, and men and women (10:11; 10:11).  The 
accounts presented here are those of Erica (Singapore), Anna (China) and Sonny (Thailand). 
The lecturer was a senior academic with extensive experience in educational policy and 
equity, and a reputation for excellence in teaching. The data presented here were generated 
through lengthy semi-structured interviews at the beginning and end of the semester and 
video-recorded classroom observations of all seminar sessions. The interviews were designed 
to elicit the students’ accounts of their initial engagement with the subject and their 
subsequent progress and outcomes. These data were triangulated with the classroom video 
data showing the presentation of curriculum topics, presentation modes including teacher and 




The data were analysed using Dialectical-Relational Critical Discourse Analysis (Fairclough, 
2001, 2003) which is designed to ‘make visible’ relations of power as they manifest in social 
practices in which language choices realise and make manifest power ‘behind’ language as 
well as power ‘in’ language (Fairclough, 2001).  The analyses presented here make visible 
the students’ ‘readings’ of the conditions of language production and reception in the 
Australia university course, including the wider socio-political discourses on English, 
language difference, English as second language, and accent. The analysis investigated the 
instances in which these discourses were made manifest in the interactional practices of the 
classroom and their marginalising effects on the students. It also examined how the students 
responded, notably how they deployed their own efforts and agency and their views on the 
lecturer’s program of direct support.   
 
Analysis of policy documents at the university where the study was conducted found no 
explicit reference to language except in language proficiency admission requirements.  These 
protocols outlined gatekeeping benchmarks and were a form of power ‘behind’ discourse 
(Fairclough, 2001). The lack of explicit engagement with language privileged the status quo, 
that is, conforming to the points made above, English was assumed and tacitly awarded 
power. It achieved hegemonic status through acquiring status as the natural state of affairs.   
Erica, Anna and Sonny entered these conditions on commencement in the MEd subject.  
Their accounts are presented in the sections below following Fairclough’s (2001) levels of 
analysis, namely description of the textual features, interpretation of the interdiscursive 
relations, and explanation of the social context drawing on theories that include 
understandings of power relations and ideology. The approach meant “analysing the 
relationship between texts, processes, and their social conditions, both the immediate 
conditions of the situational context and the more remote conditions of institutional and 
social structures” (p. 21). The objective of the analysis was to pull back the curtain of opacity 
that shrouds English language practices and ideologies in Australian university courses in 
order to reveal some of their negative impact for the critical purpose of raising consciousness 
and generating change.  
 
Erica 
Erica was a 29-year old, single Singaporean woman who taught as a Mathematics and 
Geography teacher in a Singaporean high school.  She was in her first semester of the MEd 
course at the time of the study.  English was her first language which she attributed to 
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Singaporean language policy and the education level of her parents: “generally I would say 
that in Singapore, homes with graduate parents, whether it’s one or two graduate parents, 
tend to speak English as the main language in their homes”. In the first interview for the 
study, Erica states that English is not a problem for her.  After the subject had finished, Erica 
reflected on her frequent participation in class discussions and made the link between her 
confidence to speak in class and her English competency: 
Well maybe for me because I’m competent in English, (participation) is not 
a problem.  I would imagine if Mandarin was my first language, I’d be very 
hesitant because I would imagine that people that were proficient in class 
would want to get ahead with the subject and I would be holding them back, 
with my stumbling words and that.  I would probably be more threatened, 
feel more insecure if English was not my first language. And then I would 
probably find another mode of communication with (the lecturer), maybe 
through email or through phone calls where it’s more private and I don’t 
feel potential criticism coming my way. 
She refers to herself as ‘competent in English’ and identifies this as the probable reason for 
why she has no problem participating regularly in class. Her competency facilitates her 
participatory practice.  She also recognises the implications for participatory practice when 
using a second language.  She imagines the impact on her practice and sense of self if 
Mandarin was her first language and she was using English as her second language (L2).  
Erica identifies the anxiety associated with second language use in a group that includes 
native speakers and the potential personal and social fallout of holding up the group with 
inadequate ‘stumbling words’. She highlights the strategy of eschewing the public 
performance for the private that second language users might choose to avoid incurring large 
scale negative response and criticism.  
 
She further highlights the power of reception in the comment about her own contributions to 
class dialogues.  She uses her voice – physical and propositional – to initiate ideas but not 
without the cost associated with concerns about reception, favourable responses and her own 
legitimacy within the class:   
1. Erica when I speak up in class, I get clammy palms, and my heart 
beats really fast. 
2. MK Really, in (the lecturer)’s class too, you feel really nervous? 
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3.  Erica Yes I do because I’m actually putting myself out on the line and 
actually I’m putting up new thoughts that are new even to me, 
out on the line, and just totally vulnerable to criticism and to 
attacks on all accounts. 
 
And this was with complete confidence in her English proficiency! Overall, Erica credited 
interactive classroom dialogues and ‘supportive others’ (Kettle, 2011) in the form of the 
lecturer and class colleagues with providing facilitative conditions for her learning. She cited 
the example of a class session on poststructuralism when she was a legitimate contributor to 
the uninterrupted flow of dialogic exchange: “I think that in sessions like these, where the 
interactions with the lecturer and with my classmates who were beside me at that time 
including Paul, was really, how would you say, the formula was all correct. It was just quality 
and people were really contributing and the learning was very focussed”.  Erica created a 
nexus between language, social interaction, identity and learning where language provided 
the mode for expressing and reconceptualising the world, establishing relations with others, 
and representing the self. Her mastery of English ensured her capacity to perform these 
functions to the point of imposing reception.  While her legitimacy was threatened with every 
public performance, like all proficient users, she was able to ensure hearing and ‘normal’ 
responses. Her authority and self-identity remained intact and indeed, were enhanced during 
the course of the semester.   
 
Anna 
Anna was 29, married and worked as a civil servant in a government education department.  
She and Sonny (his experience is presented below) were the students who referred most 
explicitly and regularly to English in the interviews. She was in her second semester but 
recounted that her initial experience of using English when she first arrived in Australia was 
one of extreme anxiety; she felt timid and “incredibly nervous”:  
my how to say first language crisis – when you want to approach someone.  
At the very beginning when I arrived here, I don’t think  (I was) confident or 
I’m not actually comfortable to talk with the native speaker  
At the time of the study, with one semester of study already completed, she was feeling much 
more comfortable and no longer nervous about her English: “at the same beginning you 
know, whenever I want to use the language, I was incredibly nervous but now I’m not”. 
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Anna’s representations of her English use on arrival in Australia are characterised by past 
time markers and negative forms.  As her time references move to the present, her 
representations of negative feelings change to positive.  Speaking in English for Anna was 
linked directly to difficult emotions; her poor English generated a lack of confidence, 
incredible nervousness and a lack of comfort.  As time passed however, she indicates that she 
found herself adapting: “I begin to think in a slightly Australian way.  I feel much more 
comfortable to live here”. She cites English as a site of major change for her during her 14 
months in Australia:  
Sometimes when I speak to Australians I think I can choose to adopt their 
accent. Sometimes at the end of the sentence I tend to use the up-tone. 
 
Her reference to ‘their accent’ is telling in that it presents Australians as a ‘they community’ 
which is different to the ‘we community’ (Fairclough, 2003) of which she is a member.  
While she indicates convergence in terms of sounds and her decision to use a prosodic feature 
that she considers characteristic of Australian English, her word choice also suggests social 
distance (Schumann, 1978) and difference to Australians themselves.  
 
Anna recognised the ubiquity and ascribed value of class discussions and understood the 
importance of participation: “while you think that you don’t have anything to contribute, I 
think that’s very important for me”. Notwithstanding her recognition of the importance of 
speaking up in discussions, she found the experience of “what you call voice” difficult: “You 
put yourself in an embarrassing situation; like you have to say (something) in a discussion.” 
Despite the difficulty she forced herself to participate: “for the first semester I just try to 
make up any sentences I can speak out. I think I’m saying nonsense all the time”. Anna 
credited the lecturer with affording her opportunities to contribute by asking questions which 
while making her uncomfortable, presented a useful challenge: “the question she’s asking, 
maybe I’m not quite familiar with. I don’t know how to answer but do you know that feels 
good”.  
 
The lecturer was significant in creating the conditions which demanded hearing and reception 
for international students.  Anna cited the case of her friend from China who was enrolled in 
a Business postgraduate degree and rejected by native speaker students in groupwork: “if we 
have lectures and the lecturer asks us to become into groups, I think only native speakers will 
group within one.  They don’t actually welcome you so you feel like you are rejected and you 
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will realise that you’re international student”. Similar accounts are available in literature from 
Australia and the US about international students being ostracised because of linguistic 
prejudice that falsely associated second language capacity with intellectual incapacity (Kettle, 
2007; Leki, 2001).   
 
By the end of her second semester Anna was confident enough in her English proficiency to 
shift her concentration to content. Contributing ideas and checking new knowledge 
superseded second language performance fears and concerns about negative peer evaluation: 
“If you really want to talk; you really want to contribute, I mean you really want to discuss 
about your ideas and check if it’s right, check”.  
 
Sonny 
Sonny was a 33-year-old, single Thai man who worked as an English communication teacher 
at a sports institute in Thailand.  Of all the students in the study, his account most referenced 
English.  His concerns were directed at the core functions of classroom talk that he felt 
unable to accomplish in English: the representation of ideas and knowledge; the ability to 
participate in interactive class discussions; and the capacity to present himself as a legitimate, 
contributing member of the class community. Language was the main mediator of these 
functions and upon entry into the MEd subject, he indexed his English language level against 
subject demands and judged himself wanting.  His concerns about inadequately presenting 
his ideas related to the process of formulation, particularly time pressure, problem 
identification, pronunciation and comprehensibility, and grammar. His fears about others in 
the class centred on slowing down their progress with his lack of understanding: “I’m worried 
that I don’t really understand some points but everybody knows that.  It’s like they don’t 
waste their time for my question”.  This was the hypothetical scenario proposed by Erica but 
a reality for Sonny. Furthermore, he was particularly anxious that in the process of presenting 
an idea to the class he might be interrupted by a question from a colleague and unable to 
address it:  “This is a problem because I just concentrate (on) my own idea”.  These 
reflections resonate with literature on performance anxiety and fear of criticism.  In addition 
there is evidence of Sonny complying with the regulative regime of desired English language 
practices in the course and consenting to the erosion of his own authority.  He exhibits no 




The reflexive action of producing his own subjection and reproducing the existing language 
regime was advanced by experiences that ran counter to his expectations.  For example, his 
noticing of the active participation of both Australian ‘English background students’ and 
‘Asian students’ in class discussions: “there are a lot of English background students I 
realised that there may be lots of interaction but if the class has lots of Asian students, I don’t 
realise that (they would also be participating)”. The contrastive ‘but’ constructs a set of 
relations that counterposes Sonny’s expectations (‘I realise’) about actively participating 
English background students with a lack of expectation (‘I don’t realise’) about actively 
participating Asian students.  His contrast suggests surprise. Based on his experience, 
Sonny’s advice to Thai students enrolling in Australian courses was to arrive with high levels 
of competency in English: “English is very important so they must have very excellent 
English, especially speaking”. 
 
For him, the preferred ways of ‘doing’ class favoured participation. He recognised that this 
meant legitimacy as a class member flowed from expressing ideas and contributing to the 
class interaction.  Despite this recognition, he was unable to engage in these practices and felt 
a loss of legitimacy in the class as a result. The paralinguistic features of his talk indicated 
that it upset him greatly: his intonation rose; his volume increased; and his delivery became 
staccato with numerous false starts and fillers. 
 
Here for the first time, it was very difficult to get myself involved in class 
activity.  In Thailand, it’s OK if a student just sits and listen but here, I feel 
just like …this was very ashamed for myself after I don’t have any 
participation in class – just like I am nobody. I can’t even express my ideas 
in class. It’s very hard and very uncomfortable. 
 
 In the clause ‘I am nobody’, he ascribes himself the value of nobody.  The attribution is in 
response to the conditions as he reads them.  He elaborates upon the situation as “hard” and 
“very uncomfortable”; he is “very ashamed for myself”.  Later he indicated some 
improvement in understanding other class members but had an ongoing concern with the 
expression of his ideas. His relations with others in the class were restricted mainly to a 
Vietnamese colleague and the lecturer whom he credited with trying to promote his 
participation through nomination: “she try to motivate students to participate in lessons just 
like she names somebody student to say something.  I think it’s very, very good because it 
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make me try to say something that will show my idea”. Despite these views, the videoed 
classroom data showed that Sonny participated very little in class discussions throughout the 
semester.  His contributions were restricted primarily to group discussions and then only to 
one or two members and not the whole group.   
 
Discussion  
The focus of this paper was the implicitness of English in the university context and its 
attendant power to establish a regime of difference around accents, ways of being heard, and 
the expectation of a response. Language is foundational to classroom functions, with talk at 
the heart of face-to-face interaction.  The objective of the analysis presented here was to 
make visible the power of classroom talk, as an instantiation of both power ‘behind’ 
discourse and power ‘in’ discourse.  
 
In the accounts presented it appeared that greater proficiency in the language (in this case 
English) meant attending to the power demands operating ‘behind’ the language. This bears 
out in the success of Erica and Anna in the subject, with both attaining a grade of 7 (High 
Distinction).  Their progress was different however, with Erica in her first semester and 
already proficient in English and Anna having had to develop her level of proficiency across 
a protracted period of time (14 months). For Sonny, the demands of English itself were 
imposing and overwhelming.  Despite meeting the gatekeeping requirements for entry into 
the university, he recognised his incapacity to demonstrate the specific English competencies 
demanded by the subject.  Talk-in-interaction-in-English was the basis of all classroom 
engagement, a resource which he did not have and had no time to develop thus precluding his 
participation. As a result, he demonstrated agency and chose to fail the subject rather than 
consistently resubmit failed assignments. He insisted on learning more and successfully 
completed the subject in the following semester.  
 
The power ‘in’ discourse was most evident in the individual exchanges experienced by the 
students.  For Erica, there was a strong sense of initiating talk and achieving reception and 
responses, demonstrated in the turn-taking of discussions.  She relished her authority and 
legitimacy both in the classroom and beyond in shopping encounters and other parts of 
everyday life. Anna’s English ‘difference’ dissipated across time as her sounds and 
proficiency level in spoken English grew. She moved to the point of imposing reception on 
her colleagues during the expression of ideas she considered contributions to class 
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discussions. In this way she claimed the space to speak, aided by the lecturer. She actively 
asserted her authority and wrought legitimacy for herself within the group. The classroom 
video data showed her initiating points, being heard, and eliciting responses.   
 
The classroom climate of students projecting a voice, being heard, and expecting a response 
was in no small part an achievement of the lecturer and her belief in equity of participation 
and speaking rights.  However, affording speaking opportunities to students with ‘stumbling 
words’, accents and second language anxieties is time-consuming and not common in large 
time-pressed university classes.  For Sonny, despite the affordances of the lecturer, exchanges 
remained minimal.  He was oppressed by the power of the language and found few ways to 
publicly project his views and himself within the group.  There were few indicators of 
authority and he questioned his legitimacy, self-representing himself as ‘nobody’.  
 
Following the accounts of the students’ experiences, I propose that a normative ear operates 
tacitly and reflexively for people using a second language accent in a context where there is 
little tolerance for ‘audible difference’ (Miller, 2003).  Second language users are able to 
interpret the signs and cues associated with dominance and denigrate their language prowess, 
if it hasn’t already been done so by native speakers or other guardians of the norm.  In 
Australia, media reports have maintained a protracted campaign of consternation about 
international students’ English language levels and conflated them with panics about falling 
academic standards.  While there will always be examples of malpractice, the research 
presented here is about showing how international students manage the project of progressing 
their English in a country with deeply held expectations about monolingualism and English.  
 
The experiences of the students indicate a cline of audibility and reception which moves 
English as a second language teaching and learning beyond the technically-based skill 
orientations to speaking and listening.  Rather a learner’s project is one of moving through 
the following stages: (i) resources for the physical production of the second language but 
remaining largely incomprehensible and ineffectual; (ii) resources to promote audibility in 
terms of articulation of meaning with some efficacy in demanding hearing; (iii) resources that 
it takes to produce meaning and impose reception; (iv) resources that it takes to produce 
meaning, impose reception and elicit a response; and (v) resources that it takes to generate 
authentic and authoritative discursive exchange within the valued practices of the social 
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group and institution.  These gradations inhere power and provide possibilities for 
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